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On March 1, congresspersons began debating a measure to extend the Caribbean Basin Initiative
(CBI) indefinitely. Established in 1984, the 12-year program's objectives were creation of new
industries and diversified agriculture among 27 Caribbean and Central American nations. Under
the CBI, the US was to lower or eliminate tariffs and import quotas on "non-traditional" exports
from program beneficiary nations. In turn, these nations were to offer a variety of incentives to
domestic and foreign capital to establish non-traditional export industries. According to some critics,
the CBI should not yet be considered in terms of even qualified success. According to Jamaica's
representative to the United Nations, Derick R. Heaven, "The initiative has had some impact on
our economies but it certainly hasn't lived up to what many of us expected. There is a long list
of commodities that have duty-free access to the US, but most of these are not things we have
the capacity to produce in large quantities." Many CBI nations have not made much progress in
setting up non-traditional export industries since 1984. Meanwhile, US tariffs and quotas on more
"traditional" exports have remained in force, including three of the region's most important: sugar,
textiles, and petroleum products. In the words of Sen. Bob Graham (D-FL), and a sponsor of the
bill to extend the CBI, the program's impact "has been significant but diluted by other events,
like the declining quota of sugar entering the US from CBI nations, which occurred around and
independent of it." According to a recent report by the State Department, low commodity prices
and continued US tariffs and quotas on important products, since 1983 imports from the CBI
nations have declined an average $2.3 billion per year. The value of oil imports from Trinidad and
Tobago, the Bahamas and the Netherlands Antilles dropped $4 billion. Since 1984, exports from CBI
beneficiary nations exempted from US duties have increased over 46%, or an average annual rate
of 5.2%. Non-traditional exports as defined under the program demonstrating the largest increases
since 1984 are clothing, electrical equipment, fruit, flowers, winter vegetables and shellfish. Among
traditional exports are sugar, coffee, bauxite, bananas, cocoa and rum. Peter B. Johnson, executive
director of Caribbean Central American Action, said: "There has been more unemployment caused
by our sugar policy than jobs created by our basin initiative." The CCAA is a Washington-based
organization of US and Caribbean businesses. The House recently approved a floor for sugar
imports when it passed a bill to indefinitely extend the life of the initiative. House members also
rejected the elimination of duties for textiles and footwear. Senate supporters of new CBI legislation
and lobbyists representing Caribbean governments and US companies doing business in the region
say they are optimistic that the Senate Finance Committee will approve lower duties on apparel
made of fabric cut and formed in the US. The committee was scheduled to discuss the matter this
week. According to the State Department report, CBI nations' total exports in 1988 were 27.3% lower
than in 1983. "Traditional" exports were down 41.8%, and "non-traditional" exports were up 90.8%.
(Basic data from New York Times, 03/01/90)
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